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Abstract
At a critical point in his slave narrative, Frederick Douglas states,
“you have seen how a man was made a slave; you shall see how a slave
was made a man.” This article suggests that establishing the first transfor­
mation, from man to slave, is the most significant aspect of Douglass’s
narrative because claiming an aboriginal state of manhood affords slaves
the benefits connected with Enlightenment ideals of the individual. The ar­
ticle explores Douglass’s lexical choices, which invoke associations with
liberating Enlightenment concepts. Since declaring an innate, freeborn
manhood involves pursuing the argument that inborn manhood is subse­
quently stripped through experience, the article then establishes the rhetori­
cal use of framing in the prefaces, then discusses Douglass’s explanation
of the means slavers use to transform men into slaves.
I. Introduction
Frederick Douglass was a celebrated orator on the abolitionist lecture circuit for
a few years prior to the 1845 publication of his well­received book, Narrative of the
Life of Frederick Douglass: An American Slave. Written by Himself (hereafter re­
ferred to as Narrative). In these lecture tours, “blacks were to tell of their first­hand
experience in bondage and, by the very act of successful platform presentation, re­
fute the charge that Negroes suffered inherent mental disabilities” (Matlack, 1979,
p.16). The presenter had to persuade the white audience that, despite being a former
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slave, he was also a “man” imbued with common thoughts, feelings, and ultimately,
suffering. “Man” or “manhood,” in this context does not refer to a socially­
constructed masculine identity; as African American literary scholar Richard Yarbor­
ough (1993) suggests, “when writers like Douglass say ‘man’ they mean ‘human,’
that when they say ‘manhood’ they mean ‘humanity’” (p.167). In other words, the
speakers on such lecture tours were tasked with persuading their white audiences
that they shared a common humanity despite their slave background. Douglass’s
performance, however, soon became so polished and his speech so eloquent and
rhetorically sophisticated that speculative murmurs began to surface questioning
whether he had ever been a slave in the first place (Yarborough, 1993). In a curious
twist, Douglass first lectured to prove he was a man and then was forced to write a
slave narrative detailing specific names and places to prove he was once a slave.
Though it may be a thematic coincidence, Douglass’s narrative is also divided
along the interplay between the extremes of a man becoming a slave and a slave re­
claiming a lost manhood. The nexus between these antithetical positions occurs dur­
ing the year in which he was rented out to the “nigger breaker,” Mr. Covey
(Douglass, 1997, p.42). Douglass culminates the first transformation, which began at
his birth, by stating, “Mr. Covey succeeded in breaking me. I was broken in body,
soul, and spirit. My natural elasticity was crushed, my intellect languished, the dis­
position to read departed, the cheerful spark that lingered about my eye died; the
dark night of slavery closed in upon me; and behold a man transformed into a
brute!” (p.45). Those poignant last words, “a man transformed into a brute,” sum­
marize the narrative’s course to that point. Lingering on the point, Douglass em­
ploys the past and future verb tenses to signify this temporal pivot, writing, “You
have seen how a man was made a slave; you shall see how a slave was made a
man” (p.45). In the remainder of the narrative, Douglass details his spirit’s rebirth,
which results in determined resistant to Mr. Covey and the larger institution of slav­
ery, ultimately culminating in his northern escape.
There has been considerable academic attention paid to internal resilience and
the journey towards freedom during which Douglass is “made a man,” but far less
has been written on the first, and arguably more significant, change in his life from
manhood to a broken slave. As modern academics and readers approach the subject,
they have the benefit of standing on the side of history where the slaves are eventu­
ally freed, so Douglass’s escape from slavery represents a precursory heroic tale of
triumph and bravery; whereas studying the journey of a man broken by his unjust,
slaveholding society promises less inspiration. Moreover, considering our modern
sensibilities, the idea that Douglass was born with an inherent manhood goes with­
out saying. No doubt, Douglass’s contemporary audience would have also appreci­
ated a heroic tale of escape and overcoming adversity. After all, a slave becoming a
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man through his life’s experiences is an individual accomplishment that attempts to
raise an entire race through a single heroic example of potential.
Though Douglass’s individual accomplishment should not be downplayed, at a
time when nearly four million individuals remained enslaved, the escape of one man
must have also seemed an inconsequential drop in the ocean of oppression for the
abolitionists who attended his lectures. By emphasizing the first transformation from
man to slave, however, Douglass employs a subtle persuasion with implications that
reach far beyond the individual; for by showing how a man was made a slave pre­
supposes a universal starting point other than slavery.
This article argues that Douglass’s claim of innate manhood is an essential as­
pect of his narrative’s rhetorical strategy, as he hopes to prove the universal human­
ity of people of African ancestry in a time when many questioned the assumption
that a slave, a “brute beast,” a “marketable commodity” was inherently endowed
with manhood and a soul (Douglass, 1975, pp.154­165; Yarborough, 1993, p.166).
First, the article addresses how claiming an inborn manhood tapped into familiar
and powerful philosophical, religious, and political ideas from the time. The article
then explores Douglass’s extensive use of association words. Attention is then given
to how the Narrative’s prefaces frame the argument that experiential entanglements
with slaveholding society ultimately deprive slaves of their intrinsic manhood. Fi­
nally, it turns to how Douglass gives his anecdotal support for the argument.
Douglass’s rhetorical strategies effectively pursue the abolitionists’ goals of illustrat­
ing injustice, eliciting empathy, and humanizing slaves thereby availing their claim
to liberty, equality, and dignity.
II. The Age of the Individual
The desire to show that slaves are equally human, born innately free prior to
the corruption of society is grounded in the changing conceptualization of the im­
portance of the individual that began with the Enlightenment and accrued authority
with Romanticism, The Second Great Awakening, and Jacksonian Democracy.
Though these ideas may not be familiar to all modern readers, when Douglass was
writing in the 1840s, Enlightenment thought in America was commonly understood
and widely called upon to support arguments in lectures, newspapers, social pam­
phlets, and political tracts; after all, it provided the philosophical grounding for both
the American Revolution and the major legal documents that politically defined the
new nation (Dupré, 2004).
One particularly germane concept addressed by many Enlightenment thinkers
was the “state of nature,” an aboriginal starting point prior to man’s entanglements
with society. Locke (1764) refers to this original position as “a state of perfect free­
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dom” and “a state also of equality,” which leads him to the conclusion “that being
all equal and independent, no one ought to harm another in his life, health, liberty,
or possessions” (pp.6, 198). By suggesting slaves possess a congenital and unspoiled
manhood that exists in the state of nature, Douglass is laying claim to an essentialist
characteristic shared by all mankind.
Another Enlightenment philosopher, Rousseau, begins the first chapter of his
treatise, The Social Contract, with the line, “Man is born free; and everywhere he is
in chains,” suggesting that social forces inevitably impinge on the state of nature
(1923, p.5). Though these interactions ideally result in a generally beneficial social
contract, Rousseau believed actual slavery is ethically unjustifiable because it goes
beyond normal social entanglements where both parties benefit. In the chapter enti­
tled “Slavery,” he asserts that men will not enter any contract in which they have
nothing to gain but “their miseries” (pp.9­10). He reasons, “To say that a man gives
himself gratuitously, is to say what is absurd and inconceivable; such an act is null
and illegitimate, from the mere fact that he who does it is out of his mind. To say
the same of a whole people is to suppose a people of madmen” (p.10). He then con­
cludes that even if some madman “could alienate himself, he could not alienate his
children; they are born men and free; their liberty belongs to them, and no one but
they has the right to dispose of it” (p.10). Such reasoning proposes that the inborn
liberties of the individual, the basis for creating social contracts and the root of civil
society, cannot justifiably be impinged upon by institutions like hereditary slavery.
Though the attention paid to individual liberties and inborn manhood that per­
meates Enlightenment thought has special import for this article, other ideas that
grew out of the Age of Enlightenment and added to the perceived worth of the indi­
vidual would also have been familiar to Douglass’s audience. Romanticism, the
countermovement that sought to deemphasize the Enlightenment’s stress on rational­
ity, further glorified the individual human soul as a unique entity driven by emotion,
intuition, and self­reflection during the first half of the 19th century. Romantic think­
ers tended to be skeptical of conforming to social norms when they threatened indi­
viduals’ freedoms.
What Romanticism did for the individual’s self­reflexive knowledge of man
and his place in society, The Second Great Awakening and Christian Humanism did
for the primacy that the individual holds in the eyes of God. Christianity always as­
sociated individuals with a unique soul, but this early 19th century religious move­
ment in America emphasized that seeking redemption was an individualistic act,
rather than relying on a religious establishment (Machan, 2005). In this Christian
version of individualism, “each person is a unique child of God, thus uniquely im­
portant and not to be sacrificed” to any state or institution, such as slavery (Machan,
2005, p.xii).
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Jacksonian Democracy was an American political philosophy that further bol­
stered concepts like the individual, liberty, equality, and “natural dignity” in the
years leading up to the Narrative (Meyers, 1960). This philosophy focused on the
“common man’s” role as a socially responsible individual in a democracy. This pe­
riod witnessed the expansion of suffrage to include most white males, which re­
sulted in a shift of political power out of the hands of an elite few. Though this
idea, born of reverence of the individual as political agent, is commonplace now, it
was radical at the time.
In short, by the 1840s, the concept of individualism and “manhood” inspired
more reverence and had more philosophical, religious, and political backing than at
any previous time in American history. Therefore, even without claiming authorial
intent, it just seems natural that Douglass may have tapped into the nuances of this
zeitgeist to intensify his audiences’ sense of injustice.
III. Post-Enlightenment Associations
Douglass’s rhetorical strategy invokes the benefits associated with being an in­
dividual by appealing to several well­known concepts, such as inalienable rights,
equality, liberty, laws of nature, humanity, manhood, and the unique and intuitive
human soul. Each invocation finds root in the concepts of inborn, aboriginal human­
ity, and addresses social injustice by appealing to the well­accepted and emotionally­
integrated ideologies held consciously or subconsciously by most Americans at the
time. As Douglass honed his lectures to appeal to his audiences’ emotions and sense
of injustice, he would invoke Enlightenment and associated concepts that exalt the
individual and indict slavery. By laying claim to freeborn manhood and showing
how society robs slaves of their natural rights, Douglass emphasizes how slavery
stands as a direct affront to the laws of nature, Romanticism, Christian values, and
American political principles.
It is not surprising that there are only a few instances in which Douglass
overtly states that he was a man prior to being a slave. This approach, is chiefly
employed during moments of heightened sentimentality, when he temporarily de­
parts from his usual calm and rational narration, which itself is a mark of Enlighten­
ment writing. In addition to the “man was made a slave” and “behold a man trans­
formed into a brute!” quotes already mentioned, he states, “O, why was I born a
man, of whom to make a brute!” during a notable passage in which he contemplates
the free white sails on the Chesapeake (p.46).
Apart from this direct tactic, there are two general approaches Douglass takes
while trying to convince his audience of an innate manhood. First, his extensive use
of association words relating slaves to ideas of inborn freedom, i.e. nature, man­
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hood, heart, and soul will be examined. Second, since his argument is based on the
contention that he became a slave, he also details how his experiences of societal
indoctrination transformed him, thus emphasizing that slaves are made rather than
born.
Even if Douglass were not cognizant that particular words and phrasings indi­
rectly supported the idea of inherent manhood, he would have been consciously
aware that certain words held greater moral sway when speaking of human injustice.
For example, there are twelve points in the narrative in which Douglass directly re­
fers to, “my soul” (pp.27, 28, 32, 33, 45, 46, 55, 74, 78). In other instances, he sig­
nifies other slaves as, “noble souls,” “dear souls,” “precious souls,” and “a clever
soul” (pp.54, 55, 56). He also speaks of “the soul­killing effects of slavery” (p.19).
Presumably, the audience would unreflectively react to the word “soul,” and associ­
ates it with deeply held humanistic and religious ideas of a unique and respected in­
dividual.
Throughout the narrative, there are numerous mentions of “manhood,” “human
rights,” “hearts” and “spirits,” which also suggest the existence of an inner human­
ity. In one representative passage, Douglass denounces the “gross fraud and inhu­
manity of slavery” in one sentence before celebrating the “warm hearts and noble
spirits” of fellow slaves in the next (p.52). There are several phrases concerning hu­
manity, such as, “dehumanizing effects of slavery,” “inhumanity of slavery,” “en­
slaved humanity,” “the dehumanizing character of slavery,” and a denouncement of
“the slightest manifestation of humanity toward a colored person” (pp.19, 28, 51,
52, 64). Whether positive or negative, the invocation of humanity, hearts, and spirits
all lead to individual souls that are being maliciously violated by the institution of
slavery. Although much of the narrative is dedicated to relating details about people,
places, and experiences, whenever Douglass slows down to reflect on injustice, he
often employs associative words to link slaves to an inherent humanity.
IV. A Manhood Stripped
For a slaveholding society to maintain order, slaveholders felt the need to re­
press their slaves’ manhood, because individual free will and agency stand in oppo­
sition to slavery. The slave was, like a farming implement or livestock, objectified
as a means to an end rather than a subject with inherent human worth. The era’s
celebration of the individual, therefore, complicated the justification of slavery. By
categorizing blacks as natural­born slaves fit for little else but slavery, slaveholders
could alleviate the uncomfortable contradiction between lionizing individual human
liberty and continuing slavery. Presumably, if blacks were born with all the qualities
that made them natural slaves, they could not equally be born with manhood and
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self­agency. Therefore, it is paramount that Douglass demonstrates how his life ex­
periences changed him from a man into a slave, rather than simply being born a
slave.
Renowned abolitionist, William Lloyd Garrison, warms the reader to these
ideas by framing them in the Narrative’s preface by suggesting, “Nothing has been
left undone to cripple their intellects, darken their minds, debase their moral nature,
obliterate all traces of their relationship to mankind” (p.6). The language implies an
injustice inflicted upon what is assumed to be a normal intellect, mind, moral na­
ture, and relationship to mankind prior to molestation. In the second preface, aboli­
tionist Wendell Phillips writes:
Experience is a keen teacher; and long before you had mastered you’re A B C,
. . . you began, I see, to gauge the wretchedness of the slave, not by his hunger
and want, not by his lashes and toil, but by the cruel and blighting death which
gathers over his soul (p.10).
Prior to Douglass’s first paragraph, the audience is thusly prepared to learn
how the unjust experiences of slavery are designed to sever the slave’s relationship
to mankind and bring death to the soul.
The preface also invites the white audience to speculate about how they would
fare under similar experiential circumstances. This transposition of situations elicits
empathy and heightens the sense of injustice that readers feel while also forcing
them to consider the shaping effects of experience. In the preface, Garrison partially
frames the Narrative as an exercise in questioning one’s circumstances by musing,
“It may, perhaps, be fairly questioned, whether any other portion of the population
of the earth could have endured the privations, sufferings and horrors of slavery,
without having become more degraded in the scale of humanity than the slaves of
African descent” (Douglass, 1997, p.6). Garrison clarifies what “portion of the
population of the earth” he is referring to when he then goes on to relay an anec­
dote about a white American sailor who was enslaved in Africa for three years. This
unfortunate sailor was “found to be imbruted and stultified ­ he had lost all reason­
ing power” and was reduced to mumbling gibberish (p.6). Garrison’s framing
openly challenges white readers to imagine themselves in the slave’s place as they
read the details of how freeborn man would lose his manhood if he underwent simi­
lar experiences. After the two prefaces, Douglass then sets out to expose the perva­
sive environmental factors and injustices he experienced and witnessed that were
employed in making men into slaves.
Douglass wastes little time in exposing the devices the institution of slavery
uses to assault the manhood and individuality of slaves. The first paragraph sets the
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tone of injustice that the rest of the Narrative builds on. In a disarmingly straight­
forward manner, Douglass begins his work by stating:
I was born in Tuckahoe, near Hillsborough, and about twelve miles from Eas­
ton, in Talbot county, Maryland. I have no accurate knowledge of my age,
never having seen an authentic record containing it. By far the larger part of
the slaves know as little of their ages as horses know of theirs, and it is the
wish of most masters within my knowledge to keep their slaves thus ignorant. I
do not remember to have met a slave who could tell of his birthday (p.12).
Readers easily grasp how one’s birthday, unique in time and space, serves as a
definition and celebration of individuality. The narrative’s first sentences, therefore,
are used to establish that from the moment of birth, slaves are, through conscious
acts of their masters, denied even trivial markers of their individual worth as hu­
mans.
Douglass goes on to detail another method used to deprive slaves of their hu­
manity: the disruption of familial ties. Few human foundations are so innately natu­
ral and universally recognized as the connection between a mother and her child, yet
Douglass was removed from his mother prior to the development of any meaningful
attachment. “It is common custom,” states Douglass, “to part children from their
mothers at a very early age” (p.13). Douglass is also deprived of concrete knowl­
edge of his father’s identity. He notes, “The opinion was also whispered that my
master was my father; but of the correctness of this opinion, I know nothing; the
means of knowing was withheld from me” (p.13). Douglass encourages the audience
to formulate an opinion on this practice before offering his own reasoning, writing,
“For what reason this separation is done, I do not know, unless it be to hinder the
development of the child’s affection toward its mother, and to blunt and destroy the
natural affection of the mother for the child” (p.13). In this manner, Douglass in­
forms his audience how the institution of slavery deprived him of the typical identi­
fiers of birthday, age, or parental ties within the opening two pages of the narrative.
These early experiences are significant, but Douglass goes on to explain how
attacks on manhood are relentless from the cradle to the grave. For example, he de­
scribes the constant need for “crouching servility” before the master, who would
often “demand the most debasing homage of the slave;” relentless work regardless
of outside conditions or physical well­being; an utter dependence on one’s master
for insufficient rations of food and clothing; inhumane living conditions, such as be­
ing “kept almost naked ­ no shoes, no stockings, no jacket, no trousers, nothing but
a course linen shirt” during the winter and sleeping on a damp clay floor; and fi­
nally, the internalization of a demoralized sense of worth where “horses and men,
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cattle and women, pigs and children, all [hold] the same rank in the scale of being”
(pp.23, 26, 28, 35). Douglass shows his audience how each of these lifelong condi­
tions of slavery serves to make men into slaves. Furthermore, he illustrates how re­
sistance to one’s situation is all but hopeless.
The slave is not permitted to question his degraded position, disparage white
authority, or express any ideas that run counter to socially­conditioned conventions,
for doing so demonstrated the remnants of a restless spirit. Individual ideas were sti­
fled and communal ties were made tenuous by spies who were used “to ascertain
[the slaves’] views and feelings in regard to their condition” (p.22). This practice ef­
fectively hindered the means of social expression and threatened to fracture any
sense of a supportive community. Douglass states that slaves understood the need
for self­censorship and found it prudent to “suppress the truth rather than take the
consequences of telling it” (p.22). Even when punishment was inevitable, silence re­
mained the best course of action:
There must be no answering back . . . no explanation was allowed a slave,
showing himself to have been wrongfully accused . . . No matter how innocent
a slave might be ­ it availed him nothing . . . To be accused was to be con­
victed, and to be convicted was to be punished; the one always following the
other with immutable certainty (p.23).
Stripped of a social voice and due process, concepts that gained strength under
Jacksonian Democracy, the slave was made painfully aware of his complete lack of
agency and manhood. After all, questioning is an act of self­exertion, a demonstra­
tion of personal spirit, which ultimately opposes the rules of society by empowering
the individual.
Douglass’s description of how men, through dehumanizing experiences, are
made into slaves frequently returns to the central role played by violence. Through­
out his narrative, he addresses how the ever­present threat of violence restrains the
slave from expressing any manifestation of his free will and serves as a tool of so­
cial indoctrination and retribution. In the first chapter, Douglass mentions an inci­
dent in which he first witnessed a savage beating saying, “It struck me with awful
force. It was the blood­stained gate, the entrance to the hell of slavery, through
which I was about to pass” (p.15). Later in the narrative, the sobriquet, “nigger
breaker,” was attributed to Mr. Covey because his unrestrained use of violence was
so effective in “breaking” any vestige of manhood remaining in a slave. Mr.
Covey’s violence served as the final experience that culminated in Douglass’s long
transformation from man to “brute,” and he was not able to regain his lost manhood
until he vowed to resist the violence inflicted upon him. After his spirit was broken
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for some time, Douglass was eventually driven to resist Mr. Covey’s violence and
fight back. Of the prolonged fight, he states, “It rekindled a few expiring embers of
freedom, and revived within me a sense of my own manhood” (p.50). From that
point on, Douglass goes on to detail “how a slave was made a man.”
In his influential essay, “Self­Reliance,” Emerson (1841) suggests, “Whoso
would be a man, must be a nonconformist” (p.41). Through this logic, whosoever is
forced to conform must lose his manhood. Suggesting this to be true, at least in the
case of slaves, Douglass describes the institution of slavery’s deliberate and impos­
ing methods of social indoctrination and how it takes aim at slaves’ inborn human­
ity. He invites his audience to consider how manhood is assaulted from the cradle to
the grave and how these experiences are designed to reduce man to a brutish exis­
tence. He exposes how the system rigorously strips the slave of a means of self­
identity, agency, voice, and community while educating him to internalize his lowly
position in society through the ever­present threat of violence.
V. Conclusion
In Douglass’s 1852 oration, “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?” he
makes use of many of the same rhetorical strategies utilized in the Narrative while
attacking the “shameless hypocrisy” of the Declaration of Independence, with its
heavy reliance on the Enlightenment ideals of universal and inherent inalienable
rights. He airs his frustration regarding the continuing need to present various anti­
slavery arguments. In the exhausted tone of a man who has made the same argu­
ments a thousand times, Douglass incredulously asks:
Must I undertake to prove that the slave is a man? . . . Would you have me ar­
gue that man is entitled to liberty? That he is the rightful owner of his own
body? . . . What! am I to argue that it is wrong to make men brutes, to rob
them of their liberty, to work them without wages, to keep them ignorant of
their relations to their fellow­men, to beat them with sticks, to flay their flesh
with the lash, . . . to starve them into obedience and submission to their mas­
ter? (pp.125­6).
He further wonders if it is not ridiculous that he still must attempt to “show
that men have a natural right to freedom” (p.126).
Seven years before his Fourth of July speech, while writing the Narrative ,
Douglass had already demonstrated his clear handle on the rhetorical strategy of ap­
pealing to Enlightenment and associated religious, philosophical, and political ideals
surrounding individual liberty. Throughout the Narrative , Douglass uses both direct
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language and association words relating to social conceptions of a revered individu­
ality to effectively connect slaves to inherent manhood. He argues that the dehuman­
izing experiences endured by slaves, rather than their natural­born dispositions, re­
duces men to brutes. These rhetorical strategies utilized in the Narrative take an al­
ready inspirational tale of a heroic individual gaining his liberty and expand the
message’s aim to encompass universal claims for all slaves to liberty, equality, and
human dignity while magnifying the audience’s sense of injustice and empathy.
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